and understanding' (Kondakci, Svenja, and Zawacki-Richter 2018, 517; Lee 2017; Mwangi et al. 2018) . This is despite the long history of student migration within the global South, with students studying in the Russian Federation, SA, Uganda and Senegal, for instance. More recently, increasing numbers of students are studying in situ at 'home' (Waters and Leung 2013) , through branch campuses (Lane 2011) and regional hubs (Knight 2014) , leading Knight (2008) to call for a distinction between Internationalisation Abroad and Internationalisation at Home. However, still less studied is a third category, Internationalisation at a Distance (Mittelmeier et al. submitted; Béché 2018) . This rise in demand for IDE has been substantial in recent years, particularly in the African continent, with its youthful population that is not adequately served by current HE provision. Several African nations are participating in the global provision IDE, such as Ghana (Edumadze et al. 2017) , Nigeria (Agba 2017) and South Africa (SA) (Gunter and Raghuram 2016) . Amongst these, the University of South Africa (UNISA) is the largest open distance e-learning (ODeL) university in Africa (Letseka, Letseka, and Pitsoe 2018) , with 381,544 students on 3000 courses, distributed across the African continent (and beyond). This paper concentrates on such IDE students studying at UNISA, thus investigating an under-researched group of students who might provide fresh insights into global digital education.
These recent trends in the global provision of HE have been promulgated through new technologies and there is now a rich stream of literature examining the way in which digital technologies are altering, and being altered by, digital education practices. In particular, recent years have seen an increased awareness of the significance of social media in the educational experiences, cultures and pedagogies of various international student groups across different places (Chugh and Ruhi 2018; Mnkandla and Minnaar 2017; Sleeman, Lang, and Lemon 2016; Tang and Hew 2017) . Such research commonly focusses on undifferentiated groupings of 'international' students, 'Asian' students, or 'Chinese' students, frequently located in northern institutions, especially in the US, UK and Australia (see, for example, Zhao 2017 or Forbush and Foucault-Welles 2016) . Indeed, following a wide-ranging review of social media and HE, Sleeman et al. (2016, 403) note the spatially restricted nature of much of the research, which focuses 'predominately on Asian learners' and they suggest the need for investigations of students from 'less researched backgrounds' to provide 'more extensive knowledge of culturally diverse student populations'.
Whilst acknowledging this spatial myopia, it must also be recognised, however, that there is a growing parallel body of work surrounding African HE students' use of social media in African institutions which is often not drawn upon in the Euro-American literature. SA is a particularly rich source of such work as the country enters the fourth phase of technology-enhanced teaching and learning -flexible learning and social media (Ng'ambi et al. 2016) . Mbodila, Ndebele, and Muhandji (2014) , for example, examine the effect of Facebook on students' engagement and collaboration in the learning process while Bosch (2009) notes the potential positive benefits of using Facebook particularly for the development of educational micro-communities, but she also recognises that challenges remain surrounding ICT literacy and uneven access. Regarding WhatsApp, Gachago et al. (2015) discuss how it can be used to foster student learning and Rambe and Bere (2013) identify heightened student participation as a key outcome of integrating WhatsApp into pedagogic delivery. However, whilst a growing range of case studies exist exploring social media and HE in the South African educational context, Ng'ambi et al. (2016, 850) argue that there is still a need to further interrogate the 'situated knowledge practices' that students use to engage with social media for communication, expression and social action. In doing so, they argue for taking social media beyond the confines of the classroom, while still keeping it within the educational context.
Much of the existing research on social media thus focuses either on international students who travel to northern countries for their education or African students who study at face-to-face institutions. Less is known about how social media practices are used in an African distance learning context, where students stay 'at home' and engage with their university digitally. This is particularly important because for these students social media replaces the benefits of proximity, of campuses, and of contact. Indeed, according to Mnkandla and Minnaar (2017, 228) , social media present great opportunities for teaching and learning in such IDE institutions but to date, it has had 'very little impact on the way in which open and distance learning (ODL) institutions are functioning'. This is perhaps surprising given the accessibility, flexibility and affordability potential of social media in resource scarce environments to bridge 'digital divides' (Brown and Czerniewicz 2010; Yeboah and Ewur 2014) and enable mobile learning anywhere, anytime (Pimmer et al. 2014 ). This paper, therefore, focuses on social media practices in the specific context of a little studied group: African international distance education students.
Our approach to understating social media is informed by Muhirwa (2009, 2) who notes that 'a thorough investigation into the less tangible aspects of the process of IDE interaction remains scarce at best.' In the context of this paper, we are particularly interested in exploring how students use social media to shape their learning experiences as one of these 'less tangible aspects' of IDE interaction. We envisage this shaping of the student learning experience through social media as lying in the nexus between students' habitus and lifeworlds, the institutional habitus and its social, academic and operational modes, and the macro-societal factors and contexts impacting on students, the institution and the quality and scope of engagement between students and the institution (Subotzky and Prinsloo 2011) . As such, students' learning and their engagement with social media is entangled with, and connected to, their learning materials, their lecturers and peers, institution norms, access to technologies, government policies on HE, etc. Within this complexity, IDE students are important agents of knowledge formation (Madge, Raghuram, and Noxolo 2015) , so understanding their experiences requires linking students, staff, institutions and knowledge resources (see Gunter and Raghuram 2018) . By approaching social media as embedded within such complex wider worlds, our paper therefore responds to Zhao's (2017, 163) call 'for more nuanced approaches to understanding international students' lived experiences through the multiple ways they integrate digital media technologies like social media into their everyday lives.' It is this issue of how IDE students actively negotiate their learning experience, particularly through the medium of social media that forms the focus of this paper.
The case study is of UNISA, which has been described as 'a mega university, and the only dedicated distance education provider in the African continent' (Letseka, Letseka, and Pitsoe 2018, 122) . Approximately 8% of UNISA's student body are 'foreign' and students are attracted from 130 countries globally (UNISA 2018). Students from African countries (excluding SA) represent over 80% of these foreign students and of these 85% are from SADC countries. This is partly explained by SADC's protocol on HE which prescribes that 5% of HE places be reserved for SADC members (Lee and Sehoole 2015) and lower tuition fees are charged compared to non-SADC students (Lee 2017) . This large number of students from the SADC region (19,595), other African counties (2954) and American, Asia, Europe and Oceania (1070), makes UNISA's educational provision important not only for the region but also globally.
UNISA has a comprehensive course offering, including academic and vocational programmes, certificates, diplomas and degrees (undergraduate and postgraduate) (UNISA 2018). Modules are conducted as open distance e-learning (ODeL) and are conducted in English. One central feature is the university's e-learning portal, my.unisa. This functions as an important tool for contact between students and the university, as well as between students. All UNISA students are registered on the portal, and this is where they submit assignments, communicate with lecturers and tutors via the discussion forum and obtain contact details of other students to engage in group discussions. Thus my.unisa is both a learning portal and the formal means though which pedagogic issues may be discussed. Whilst UNISA does not have a formal institutional policy regarding use of social media for pedagogic purposes, several lecturers have engaged with social media to support and enhance the learning of their DE students. Makoe (2010) , for example, has explored the use of MXit (a cell phone instant messaging system) to facilitate social interaction and establish communities of learning. There has, however, not yet been any large-scale exploration of the role of social media in the learning journey of UNISA students and this is what our paper sets out to examine.
In examining the social media practices utilised by UNISA students to actively adapt to, negotiate and enhance their IDE experiences, the paper is structured into six sections. Following this introduction, section two summarises the methodology, while section three outlines a general morphology of social media use by UNISA students, identifying WhatsApp as particularly important. Section four then explores transfer, translate and transform as three ways in which engagement with WhatsApp might be conceptualised, before going on in section five to briefly consider how socio-technological marginalisation influences these forms of engagement. Finally, section six discusses the key implications of the case study for thinking about social media technologies and digital education more broadly.
Methodology
This paper is based on a transnational research project entitled 'International Distance Education and African Students' (IDEAS). The overall project aims to investigate how far IDE offers equitable access to students in Africa by understanding the varying experiences of students studying through IDE provided by UNISA, SA. IDEAS is a multi-institutional project (with ten researchers located at UNISA in SA, and the University of Leicester and the Open University in the UK) involving an interdisciplinary team, covering the fields of education, geography and learning analytics (Mittelmeier et al. 2018) . The project involves multiple mixed methods: large-scale data analytics of student data, an extensive online questionnaire survey with 1295 students, 165 online interviews with UNISA students and 17 face-to-face interviews with educational providers and policy-makers in SA, Nigeria, Namibia and Zimbabwe. The online questionnaire and student interviews form the focus of this paper.
The online questionnaire survey was collected from undergraduate students studying across faculties and related to their overall university experiences (Mittelmeier et al. submitted) . It was based upon prior research on international students and academic adjustment, in particular, Rienties et al. (2012) . One section of the questionnaire related to students' experiences with using social media to support their education at UNISA and this data was aggregated at a descriptive level in order to provide a broad understanding of IDE students' overall feelings towards social media in their HE experiences. A total of 1295 students responded, representing a 16% response rate, which is considered healthy for online surveys (Nulty 2008 ). As noted above, UNISA is a worldwide institution with a large international student population, especially from SADC countries. In our sample 63% were international students, representing 25 different countries across Africa including: Zimbabwe (33%), Namibia (14%), Botswana (5%), Swaziland (5%), Zambia (4%), Nigeria (2%) and 39% were South African. 3 The demographics of the sample broadly mirrored that of UNISA as a whole, being 58% female and 70% black (compared to 65% female and 72% black for UNISA as a whole). Survey respondents predominately studied part-time (75%), while working full-time (63%), were self-funded (83%), had an average age of 34 and mostly lived in an urban environment (77%), thus being fairly typical for 'modern' distance learners (Mittelmeier et al. submitted; Subotzky and Prinsloo 2011). 4 The questionnaire was followed up by 165 one-to-one online interviews which delved deeper into the experiences and perceptions of social media of different UNISA students. There were two interviewers: one who lived and interviewed from SA (of Zimbabwean nationality and had good knowledge of the local context, having been an international student in SA); and one who lived and interviewed from the UK (of Dutch nationality, familiar with SA and education in Africa). IDE students from Zimbabwe and Namibia, two of the most significant locations of UNISA IDE students, were interviewed. The interviews lasted between 30 and 90 minutes and were conducted via Skype to Skype (audio only) or Skype to phone. 5 During the semi-structured interviews students were encouraged to reflect on the diverse ways in which social media were mobilised (or not) to aid their learning journey while at UNISA.
Morphology of social media engagement
The questionnaire revealed that the clear majority of participants indicated that they used social media to support their education experience (n = 1215, 94%). The main platforms employed by those reporting using social media included WhatsApp (n = 739, 60%), Facebook (n = 527, 43%) and YouTube (n = 327, 26%)( Table 1 6 ). While still significant, the importance of 'Facebook' as 'the' HE student social media platform was being challenged by WhatsApp in our case study, as noted elsewhere in Africa (Gachago et al. 2015; Ng'ambi et al. 2016; Rambe and Bere 2013) .
Participants were also asked about how frequently they used social media to support their learning experience. To this, the most common answers were several times a week (n = 365, 28%) or several times a day (n = 315, 24%). This does suggest that social media was regularly employed by many students, forming part of the fabric of their lives as IDE students studying from UNISA. Such regular use of social media by HE students has been noted by Sin and Kim (2013) . For many participants in the IDEAS project, their use of social media had increased since studying with UNISA (n = 464, 36%). Perhaps surprisingly, 17% of students (n = 219) stated that they used social media less since starting their UNISA studies. An open question revealed this was because social media was either seen as a distraction, irrelevant to studies or problematic in terms of quality, authenticity and privacy of data, issues that have also been noted in many other countries in the context of HE (Anshari et al. 2017; Yeboah and Ewur 2014) .
When asked about whom participants contacted on social media to support their education, three key groups emerged. First were other UNISA students, both on their own course (n = 713, 55%) and on other courses (n = 311, 24%). Second were family members and friends who were also taking UNISA courses (n = 515, 40%) or studying elsewhere (n = 424, 33%). A large number also contacted family or friends who were not involved in any university studies (n = 505, 39%), reminding us that IDE students are not only students but are also involved in many other roles, such as within the family as part of ever-changing mobile lives (Findlay et al. 2012) . Thirdly, members of UNISA staff were contacted, including their own academic tutors or lecturers (n = 321, 25%), administrative staff (n = 158, 12%), and less frequently tutors or lecturers who taught courses they were not taking (n = 86, 6%). Altogether, these descriptive data demonstrate that IDE students at UNISA used social media frequently to contact other students and family and friends, but less often to contact staff or administration at UNISA, again reflecting studies elsewhere which indicate low levels of direct interaction between students and academic staff on social media (Madge et al. 2009; Sobaih et al. 2016) .
It was also important to discern why the students were using social media. Participants were asked their agreement with 10 Likert scale items related to the role of social media in supporting their education experience; results are summarised in Table 2 . 7 On average, participants were slightly positive about the role of social media in finding resources, networking, and developing an academic community with peers. Neutral to positive average responses were elicited in relation to questions about finding educational opportunities, gaining motivation, socialising, and using social media in relation to learning activities assigned by tutors. When asked about connecting with UNISA staff, participants were, on average, neutral about communicating with lecturers and slightly negative about connecting with administration. Table 2 suggests that students most actively used social media for selfmotivated purposes (using SM to search for resources, for future career networking and to discuss work in self-motivated and peer-organised learning communities, etc.), thus becoming an important element of their learning journey, a process mirrored widely by many other international students worldwide (Collins 2012) . It also indicates that social media is more important for forming friendship bonds and developing a feeling of belonging to a UNISA student community, than it is for more 'formal' pedagogic purposes or communication with UNISA administration and teachers. A picture is thus starting to emerge that UNISA IDE students are often using social media in similar ways to students elsewhere, although the platform of choice of WhatsApp is a noteworthy difference. However, there was a wide range of responses (as indicated by the relatively large standard deviations above) and interview data can shed further light into the varied ways different students used social media to navigate their IDE learning journey, as investigated below.
Whatsapp engagement: transfer, translate and transform
The increasing use of smartphones in sub-Saharan Africa in recent years (Porter et al. 2016 ) was reflected in our interviewees' widespread use of mobile phones for engaging with social media. Although most existing research focuses on the significance of Facebook and Twitter, particularly in the North American and European contexts (Ricoy and Feliz 2016; Sleeman, Lang, and Lemon 2016) , the use of smartphones has also made it easier to communicate through other applications, such as WhatsApp, particularly in the southern African context. In this section, we therefore focus on WhatsApp as 'the' key social media used by UNISA students and identify three distinct ways that these students used WhatsApp: to transfer, translate and transform their educational experience.
Transfer: transferring knowledge in, about and between
Joining WhatsApp groups with other students was a common way of transferring into studyof settling in and adapting to being a student at UNISA. In the early stages of becoming a student, many found WhatsApp an easily accessible and invaluable tool to connect with other peers and obtain information about their studies that they were about to embark on but struggled to access elsewhere. Facebook was also sometimes used to connect and interact with other students at the start of the learning process but as it consumed more data and was thus more expensive, it was more commonly used to contact friends and family. In contrast, WhatsApp was easily accessible, cheaper to run and the students could get instant responses from other students to questions and queries relating to their studies. WhatsApp thus allowed students to transfer in to study. It introduced and enabled a social context for studying at a distance, which one Namibian student described in detail:
In the first semester, I really didn't use social media because maybe I was thinking it will be actually be a distraction to me and then, you know, like, I will get hooked to it and then maybe not concentrate on my studies. But then I realised that it was a mistake because there was one module that I did poorly and then the lecturer actually suggested that I join the WhatsApp group. Initially I thought that the students copy from each other and at the end of the day, when you take the exam, you won't really know much, but I was wrong. When I started using it, I actually learned that it pushes you. Sometimes you don't understand a concept really that well, and on the WhatsApp group, because on the social media, because, like, you really don't meet physically, you can ask a stupid question because the person doesn't see you and you don't see the person's face. But people respond because you have more than 20, 30, 60 people in the group, so one is bound to answer you, and, at the end of the day, you understand something that you normally would have struggled with. Even other people ask stupid questions, as well, so you feel like, okay, now we're at the same level.
There was a strong element of 'informal' learning through the WhatsApp groups. The WhatsApp groups were in general much more informal than the my.unisa portal-possibly because they consisted only of students. The informality and institutionally unregulated nature of the WhatsApp groups made people feel more relaxed to ask questions relating to practical issues, such as surrounding fee payment or obtaining text books outside of SA. Although some did find the WhatsApp groups too informal and lacking academic focus, especially those from poorer backgrounds who had more limited opportunities to engage with people from other backgrounds and places, found these groups very useful in providing practical support. In this digital space, they could exchange information that was not only directly related to the course, but also related to practical issues which were vital elements to enable their formal study. These included, for example, international students in Zimbabwe seeking advice from other students regarding the opportunities for obtaining foreign currency to pay their fees for UNISA and Namibian students resolving problems relating to registration. In some cases this even involved students living in SA going to UNISA on behalf of their fellow What-sApp group members: 'I formed a couple of relationships with some ladies that I've studied with, so whenever I'm stuck and I need something from the university, because they have access to the university they actually try and help out at the same time … Most of them actually go to the university on our behalf.' WhatsApp was thus vital in helping students learn to navigate UNISA pedagogic and institutional systems and adapt to their new educational experience. Through these digital interactions WhatsApp aided the development of 'cross-cultural intelligence' that Mokhothu and Callaghan (2018) identify as so vital in aiding sociocultural adaption to a new institution for international students. WhatsApp groups thus constituted an informal sphere for transferring knowledge about practical issues which enabled the formal learning process and ameliorated some of the practical difficulties of studying 'at a distance'.
Finally, WhatsApp was also used by students who had been in direct contact with lecturers or tutors or had seen some relevant news and updates on the Web-portal my.unisa. They transferred information between these forms of communication and their WhatsApp group. WhatsApp mediated communication not only between individuals but also channelled information from other media. For instance, one Namibian student explained:
For instance when our registration was delayed we went to the group, we asked for those registered to send us materials and that's how we had access to study guides and tutorial letters, because when your registration is pending you can't access your study materials and in the meantime the assignments are due. So you know you're registered, registration will be processed in due course, you don't know when, but in the meantime you can access study materials from the WhatsApp group and start with your assignments.
As most of the UNISA students were studying part-time while working full-time and were selffunded, many did not have the time or the resources to log in to my.unisa frequently as it required a stable internet connection to a laptop or desktop computer. WhatsApp was quicker and cheaper and came directly to the individual. Students did not need to spend browser time actively seeking out the information provided through WhatsApp, in contrast to information on the my.unisa portal. Indeed, the majority of interviewees considered WhatsApp more useful for their learning than the more formal my.unisa portal. The portal was used to check for updates, access course materials and it was also the gateway through which students obtained contact details of other students in order to set up WhatsApp groups. WhatsApp then became the main conduit for the active negotiation of the learning environment, digital and non-digital. While most students did not use WhatsApp exclusively, they would often rely on it for their everyday communication with other students and as such, it acted as an informal everyday information tool for IDE students.
WhatsApp thus enabled this particular group, Internationalisation at a Distance students, to actively transfer in to study, informally transfer practical information about their new learning situation and transfer knowledge between each other, their tutors and different digital resources. These processes of transfer acted to mediate their 'distance' from the university.
Translate: grounding study and relationships
Interactions on WhatsApp were not only about settling in or resolving practicalities relating to their studies, but it also became a digital space where the students could learn about other topics, people and societies 'beyond the classroom walls'. For many students, the WhatsApp groups became a necessary means through which to translate between their own experiences and knowledge and the South African context, within which their academic material was set. For example, the majority of the international students in this study lived in their countries of origin and could not afford frequent international travel. As a result, many had limited encounters with people from other countries. The WhatsApp groups enabled them to meet and interact with students from different backgrounds and places, which generated wide-ranging discussions and insights into conditions and practices in other countries. For example, one Forensic Science student explained he was able to meet colleagues in other countries through WhatsApp, and it gave him an opportunity to discuss methods and learn about similarities and differences in working practices and to translate between his lived experience and that of others situated elsewhere in Africa, thus 'grounding' his studies. Another male Zimbabwean student noted: 'We also use it to share career experiences and ideas on how to solve particular work problems; I remember some other guy, he actually brought in an issue that he had suffered at his own workplace so he was consulting us as colleagues on how he is going to handle that particular issue.' WhatsApp aided the students to digitally 'travel' between 'home', South Africa, elsewhere in Africa and sometimes beyond, enabling the co-presence of here/there and facilitating the 'on going connection with places and networks' (Martin and Rizvi 2014, 1018) . This created a sense of belonging to a wider transnational community.
Through these and other interactions on WhatsApp, many students developed close friendships. Some of these remained online friendships, especially among students who lived far away from other students or in rural areas where they had few opportunities to meet other students in person. In contrast, students who lived in cities with many other UNISA students, such as Harare in Zimbabwe or Windhoek in Namibia, had more opportunities to meet other students in person. Often, students first met to study together face-to-face and support each other's academic progress, but as time passed, some of these relations developed into friendships. In one case, a male student in Namibia explained how he and three other students on the same course had met online, but had gradually become close friends through meeting in person both to study and socialise. He illustrated their friendship by pointing out that he had even been invited to the wedding of one of these students.
WhatsApp emerges, then, as a tool that not only translates knowledge and experiences but also facilitates the development of intimate friendships beyond the WhatsApp arena, thus grounding social relationships. These opportunities for translation between online and the offline relationships, as well as the translation between different contexts, made WhatsApp essential for many IDE students in their learning journey.
Transform: WhatsApp, study and students reshaped Over time, students transformed their use of WhatsApp, to suit their personal use preferences of the social media application, and for the various types of interactions that students were having on the platform. Transformations in WhatsApp use depended on the nature of the group, and how the students' needs changed during the period of study. The size of WhatsApp groups varied, as did the level of participation of its members. Large groups acted to silence some students, with many reporting that they read other students' comments but did not contribute to the group. They appeared to be overwhelmed by the pace of conversations or did not feel confident about the relevance of their potential contribution. For example, an elderly Zimbabwean student explained that if he put down his phone for a few minutes, when he picked it back up, he would have to scroll several pages from the last post he had read to the most current group post, noting that the topic of conversation would already have moved to another. Also, a female Zimbabwean student found it difficult to follow the discussions on her WhatsApp group and feared posting an off-topic comment and seeming unintelligent. However, students who were active on these groups sometimes considered the silent participants as 'freeloaders' who took advantage of their contributions without offering them any support or insights. Questions must therefore be asked whether WhatsApp was ameliorating, or in fact exacerbating, offline inequalities between students?
The challenges of large WhatsApp groups led some students to create new, smaller study groups. For example, one participant created a separate WhatsApp group for himself and the five other most active students from a larger group. They were all from Zimbabwe and forming a new group enabled them to create a study environment that was more efficient and 'exclusive' to those who were most eager to use WhatsApp to study together with others. They set ground rules of how to run the group with a specific time in the evening to study together every weekday, and dealt with specific topics each time they met online. They set up and used this WhatsApp group to study in a more structured, planned manner, blurring the boundaries between the formal and informal learning sphere; What-sApp thus acted as a space for learning with 'varying attributes of formality and informality' (Greenhow and Lewin 2016, 7). Interestingly, it was not only through such communal study groups that learning was transformed; sometimes it occurred through one-to-one mentorship, as explained by one Namibian student:
For instance, the guy from Nigeria, 'cause he's ahead of me and he's very intellectual, and because he's done most of the modules that I've done … I decided to work with him because he's not somebody that will spoon-feed you and because he's ahead of me, I will approach him for clarity but then he will never give me answers, which is actually better compared to the group where you get to be told.
Learning, as an interactive communal process (either in a group or one-to-one) has a long historical precedence in Africa (Burger and Trehan 2018) which in this case of IDE students is now occurring through digital interactions on WhatsApp groups. Through such interactions the specific academic content, approaches and pedagogies of UNISA were actively interpreted through creative dialogue according to the differing (academic subject, group size, nationality) constituencies of the WhatsApp groups. Thus importantly, through WhatsApp groups, study practices (and potentially outcomes) were transformed.
WhatsApp also had the potential to transform the students. The frequent interactions with other students led to the formation of new social relations. Although students told us that their friends and families were supportive of their studies, some found other forms of support on the WhatsApp groups with other UNISA students. Here, they not only shared jokes, discussed and argued but also conversed about how others managed the challenges of balancing work, studies and family life. The shared experience and objectives of IDE students made them feel like that they were not alone. One student, a Zimbabwean man, compared the relationships he established through What-sApp to being on a bus journey. This metaphor of people being in a shared space for the purpose of reaching the same destination illustrates how a sense of collaborative or communal learning was shaped through WhatsApp. Yet another Zimbabwean student explained how this environment enabled him to progress in his studies:
The use of social media has made the studies a little bit informal, which is what we need. It makes the whole concept of studying or the whole concept of learning informal, and when it becomes informal it becomes exciting, and when it becomes exciting it ceases to be study, study, study, study, but it means I am studying, and at the same time I am enjoying talking to other people.
Students supported each other, transforming themselves and their studies, thus aiding retention in the IDE journey. However, although students actively engaged in WhatsApp and thereby altered the process of study, themselves and their use of WhatsApp, the accessibility and importance of WhatsApp also varied between students, as we elaborate below.
Whatsapp and socio-technical marginalisation
In this section we briefly discuss how the ability to access WhatsApp via technological infrastructure cut across social categories, highlighting how differentiation in WhatsApp use was both socio-technical and demographic.
The participants in our study described internet access as essential for pursuing their studies at UNISA. Considering the value they placed on the use of WhatsApp, they put great effort in ensuring sufficient internet access, as one Zimbabwean student illustrated: 'I buy data bundles using my phone and then I use an internet sharing facility on my phone to connect to my laptop. It's a bit expensive but when you are determined you want something, you really need to make sure that you can achieve it.' Several of the less wealthy students struggled to afford sufficient internet access, but many kept the cost down by using the Wi-Fi at work to download study materials from my.unisa, and only paying for the use of WhatsApp on their phones in the evening to engage with other students. In this way, they were generally able to access the materials that they needed. The my.unisa portal was accessible to students who could afford these connections in their homes, at work, or at study centres and libraries, but less so for students in remote areas. However, the cost of internet access constituted a major barrier for those who did not have access to Wi-Fi and who had to pay for all their use of the internet.
The majority of students found data bundles for phones to be expensive. For example, in Zimbabwe, there was a range of different bundles available. For people who could afford it, the most convenient option was to pay USD 25 for 30 gigabytes per month on the national telecommunications provider (TelOne), or to pay USD 89 for unlimited usage per month. A more common option among those who could not afford to pay a relatively large sum in one go, was to buy a 1 Dollar bundle of 250 Megabits that lasted up to 24 hours, for general internet access including email and internet browser access. Another alternative was to purchase a 'social media bundle', which would give unlimited data only for one social media application, choosing between WhatsApp or Facebook. These bundles could be purchased for various time periods such as per day, week or calendar month (respectively 35c, USD1 and USD3). This price also varied ±50c across the major mobile network providers (Telecel and Econet) and also had data limitations, such as 20MB for the daily WhatsApp bundle. As this data package was the cheapest option, students often purchased these bundles to stay in touch with student groups on WhatsApp. For those who had the means, however, it was fairly straightforward to obtain stable and fast internet connection in the form of Wi-Fi at home, as well as data bundles on their phones. Consequently, students' access to the internet was not restricted by underdeveloped infrastructure in this case, but rather to their capacity to pay for the services, which was also the case in Namibia. Such socio-technical marginalisation has also been noted by Brown and Czerniewicz (2010) who demonstrate that a deepening digital divide exists among South African students, characterised by access and opportunity to ICT rather than by age.
Moreover, this interweaving of access to technological infrastructure with socio-economic differences were compounded by deeply entrenched racial inequalities between the students. Many white IDE students, who often faced fewer financial constraints, had very good internet connections even if they lived in rural areas and could afford to hire private tutors, did not find WhatsApp such a useful resource for their studies. In addition, many white students also had well established connections in several countries and more experience of international travel within and outside of Africa, which had exposed them to a myriad of experiences which made the opportunities provided by WhatsApp seem less attractive. Owing to their relative privilege they already had sufficient access to resources and information and were not as reliant on WhatsApp for their studies. By contrast, for some black IDE students WhatsApp represented a unique way of connecting to others in a digital space that offered real opportunities to develop meaningful learning communities and enable negotiation of the IDE learning journey. This was particularly important as black students from working class backgrounds or rural areas may have previously received poorer quality public education that had not prepared them adequately for tertiary education. For these students, WhatsApp constituted a space of potential opportunity. There were, of course, inequalities and differences among black students, but the most significant inequality that emerged in the interviews was between white and black students, which is representative of the broader and longstanding racial inequalities that the region continues to grapple with in the contemporary period despite the end of colonialism and apartheid (Czerniewicz 2018; Letseka, Letseka, and Pitsoe 2018) .
That said, sometimes these social differences of race and class, which entwined with problems of access to technical infrastructure, were overcome by forms of 'communality' woven into the fabric of WhatsApp practices by these IDE students. Students who had easier access to my.unisa sometimes helped other students who struggled with access by downloading UNISA coursework material posted on my.unisa and sharing it on WhatsApp groups, where all the other students could then view or download the material. Exam packs were also shared in this manner. So despite issues of socio-technological marginalisation, this does again indicate the active way in which many students were using WhatsApp throughout their IDE journey to create new communal learning communities.
By way of conclusion: emerging comments
So how then, does this example of African IDE students inform debates about global technologies, distance education and 'marginalised groups'? There are several issues worthy of reflection.
First, African IDE students show active agency in engaging with WhatsApp to shape their learning experience in multifaceted ways. In this paper we have explored transfer, translate and transform as three ways in which this engagement with WhatsApp might be conceptualised. WhatsApp was used extensively by most IDE students in an active way to shape their learning process: indeed it was seen as the learning tool for their studies. This role of WhatsApp was particularly important in the context of IDE, as it enabled students to ameliorate some of the problems associated with physical 'distance' though their digital interactions. As such, WhatsApp was used to negotiate the vast array of educational infrastructures involved in IDE. However, different students were using WhatsApp in different ways, some for inclusive and 'communal' learning purposes and others for more individualistic (and potentially exclusionary) motivations. Moreover, although WhatsApp enabled (most) students to navigate their studies more effectively and actively, the online arena was not a level playing field and offline differences between students in terms of academic ability, technological proficiency, and adjustment to HE studies, cross-cut by vectors of nationality, race and social positioning, could both be ameliorated (through sharing of information and communal learning) and exacerbated (through online exclusions). This problematises ideas surrounding both the ubiquity and the normative good of social media for educational purposes.
Secondly, although WhatsApp provided a 'space of opportunity' for some students, engagement with WhatsApp was also framed through socio-technical marginalisation, itself a reflection of demographic legacies of inequality. For students at UNISA, WhatsApp offered many unique opportunities. However, it has emerged that the use of WhatsApp cannot be seen as a tool that transcends pre-existing inequalities. Rather, students' access to and use of WhatsApp reflects and is embedded in unequal access to technical infrastructure and continuing historical legacies of social inequalities that remain central in shaping IDE students' lives. These past layers of inequalities continue to pervade students' lives, even in the digital arena, but, at the same time, WhatsApp acted as a conduit to aid study success, thus potentially becoming a route to even out some of the inequalities that have historically been reproduced through HE. This suggests that in order to understand the multifaceted use of WhatsApp in the learning process of IDE students, we need to 'go beyond the classroom walls' to start to uncover and understand wider historical and socio-economic legacies. Such legacies of inequality can both be reproduced, and challenged, through the social media arena. Social media engagement is not, therefore, a 'level playing field' but entangled with offline/real world/material inequalities, indicating the need to move beyond the 'social media bubble' to contextualise social media practices within wider arguments related to varied student experiences, social power relations and historical legacies of inequality. This is why it is important to conceptually envisage social media as enmeshed with wider socio-political structures, culture and histories, as well as well as entangled with learning materials, students, peers and lecturers and wider institutional pedagogic practices. Students' engagement with social media is thus enmeshed with their context, while at the same time social media also gives some students the ability to shape that context. Therefore, thinking about the reiterative role of social media in IDE students' lives then becomes more than a 'technological fix' but instead enables a conceptual shift from thinking about the student as 'the problem' to wider technological/social/economic/political issues being 'the problem'.
Finally, considering African IDE student experiences, which are not commonly seen in the literature surrounding social media and higher education, offers a new way to understand this reiterative relationship between social media and global education. While offline lives, power hierarchies and global circuits of education clearly still matter (and are inextricably linked to the online world, both shaping and being shaped by it), the emergence of WhatsApp as a key social media tool opens up some opportunities for IDE students to transfer, translate and transform their educational journey in ways that were not possibly in the past. Exploring such processes through everyday social media practices enables a reframing of 'global' education from an African IDE student perspective or norm, placing such perspectives centre stage and adding to the awareness of the multiple centres from which international education emanates (Madge, Raghuram, and Noxolo 2015) . This is an important move in promoting more globally inclusive scholarship on international higher education research (Mwangi et al. 2018 ).
Notes
1. There are multiple reasons for African countries' low enrolment in HE, including a lack of recognition of the presence and value of indigenous African educational institutions/thinking; colonial histories which resulted in the underdevelopment of African educational institutions and often resulted in outmigration from Africa for tertiary education in the 'mother' country; and more recent neoliberal geopolitical policies, such as structural adjustment, which reduced state educational provision in many African nations. 2. International distance education (IDE) refers to education accessed remotely across international borders via correspondence/telematics/or internet i.e. without regular face-to-face contact with teachers in a classroom. IDE involves translocality and transtemporality, whereby students are 'simultaneously situated in more than one place' and engage in 'multiple times and temporalities' through their 'digitally connected spaces of work and study' (Sheail 2018, 56) . 3. Many UNISA students are from South Africa, both living there and abroad, muddying simplistic dualisms of home and international in this particular distance learning context (see Mittelmeier et al. submitted) . 4. As Peters (2010, 32) notes, while early forms of DE provided access to 'those disadvantaged by distance, by precarious economic conditions, by belonging to discriminated minorities, or by being disabled' current DE also sees 'a growing number of privileged students who do not learn at a distance because they are forced to do this by unfavourable circumstances, but rather for reasons of convenience only'. 5. The limitations and opportunities of these transnational online interviews are discussed in Madge et al.
(submitted). 6. Valid percentages were calculated rather than using raw percentages since some questions were optional to answer and hence there was missing data if a student selected not to answer a particular question. Thus valid percentage is equivalent to the percentage of participants who answered that question (i.e. excluding missing data). This convention is followed in tables in this paper. For example, in Table 1 there is missing data from 55 participants who opted not to complete this question. 7. For Table 2 individual questions on the questionnaire were asked on a 1-9 Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 9 = strongly agree). To provide a general understanding of students' responses to these questions, we have calculated the percent that agreed with the statement, which we have defined as those who rated their response on a six or above (i.e. above the median, neutral point of 5).
